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METHODS FOR FORMING A MEMORY
CELL HAVING A TOP OXIDE SPACER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application 1s a divisional of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 12/891,310, filed on Sep. 27, 2010, entitled “Meth-
ods for Forming a Memory Cell Having a Top Oxide Spacer,”
which 1s a Continuation-In-Part of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 11/653,649, filed on Jan. 12, 2007, entitled *““Self-
Aligned Patterning Method by Using Non-Conformal Film
and Etch Back for Flash Memory and other Semiconductor
Applications” which are hereby incorporated herein by ref-
erence 1n 1ts entirety.

BACKGROUND

Consumer electronic products such as televisions, digital
cameras, cellular telephones, media content players, etc., are
designed, manufactured and marketed for the purpose of sat-
1stying the substantial consumer demand for basic commu-
nications and entertamnment services. Data storage compo-
nents play an important role in the operation of such devices.
Data storage devices can include RAM, ROM, flash memory
devices, etc.

Flash memory 1s non-volatile computer memory that can
be electrically erased and reprogrammed. Flash memory 1s
primarily used 1n memory cards and USB flash drives for
general storage and transfer of data between computers and
other digital products. Flash memory 1s a specific type of
EEPROM (Electrically Erasable Programmable Read-Only
Memory) that 1s erased and programmed in large blocks.
Example applications include data storage for PDAs (per-
sonal digital assistants), laptop computers, digital audio play-
ers, digital cameras and mobile phones. Other applications
include game consoles, where tlash memory can be used
instead of other types of EEPROMSs or battery-powered
SRAM for game save data.

Flash memory 1s typically made up of an array of floating,
gate transistors that form respective memory cells of the
array. One or more bits of data can be stored as charge by each
of the memory cells. SONOS type flash memory cells include
a silicon substrate that includes silicon oxide formed over
portions of the silicon substrate, a layer of silicon oxide
formed over the silicon portions, a layer of silicon nitride
tormed on the layer of silicon oxide, an upper layer of silicon
oxide formed on the layer of silicon mitride, and a layer of
clectrically conductive material formed on the upper layer of
s1licon oxide. The lower silicon oxide layer, the silicon mitride
layer and the upper silicon oxide layer (ONO stack) form a
charge trapping dielectric structure.

FIG. 1 shows a cross sectional view of a portion of a
memory cell array 100 that includes a SONOS structure.
Memory cell array 100 includes a polysilicon wordline 101
that includes portions with sharp corners 103. The sharp
cornered portions 103 are disposed in close proximity to
1solation regions 107 that separate charge storage elements
109 1n trenches which are associated with adjacent memory
cells.

The memory cell configuration shown in FIG. 1 has sig-
nificant shortcomings that can result 1n a degradation of per-
formance of a memory cell array. Sharp polysilicon cornered
portions 103 create a high electrical field that can cause the
injection of electrons during erase operations and degrade
core cells. Moreover, polysilicon material that 1s formed deep
inside the trench 1s extremely difficult to remove during word-
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line definition. If such polysilicon 1s not removed 1t can result
in an unintended and undesirable pathway for leakage current

between adjacent memory cells that can cause the device to
fail.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Methods for fabricating a semiconductor memory cell that
has a spacer layer are disclosed. A method includes forming a
plurality of source/drain regions in a substrate where the
plurality of source/drain regions are formed between
trenches, forming a first oxide layer above the plurality of
source/drain regions and in the trenches, forming a charge
storage layer above the oxide layer and separating the charge
storage layer in the trenches where a space 1s formed between
separated portions of the charge storage layer. The method
further includes forming a spacer layer to fill the space
between the separated portions of the charge storage layer and
to rise a predetermined distance above the space. A second
oxide layer 1s formed above the charge storage layer and the
spacer layer and a polysilicon layer 1s formed above the
second oxide layer.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention, together with further advantages thereof,
may best be understood by reference to the following descrip-
tion taken 1n conjunction with the accompanying drawings in
which:

FIG. 1 shows a cross sectional view of a portion of a
memory cell array that includes memory cells having a sili-
con-oxide-nitride-oxide-silicon (SONOS) structure.

FIG. 2A shows an exemplary memory cell array operating,
environment of memory cells that are formed to include a top
oxide spacer according to one embodiment.

FIG. 2B shows a cross sectional view of a memory cell
array that includes memory cells having a top oxide spacer
according to one embodiment.

FIG. 3A shows a cross sectional view of a portion of a
memory cell array after a thin sacrificial top oxide 1s formed
above charge storage material that 1s formed above a source-
drain structure according to one embodiment.

FIG. 3B shows a cross sectional view of the structure
shown 1n FIG. 3A after a non-conformal oxide 1s formed
above material formed on source-drain structures of adjacent
memory cells according to one embodiment.

FIG. 3C shows a cross sectional view of the structure
shown 1n FIG. 3B after the charge storage material has been
ctched 1n the region between memory cells according to one
embodiment.

FIG. 3D shows a cross sectional view of the structure
shown 1n FIG. 3C after an insulation film {ill 1s formed to fill
the space between portions of charge storage material that are
formed 1nside a trench and non-conformal oxide portions that
are formed on top of adjacent source-drain structures accord-
ing to one embodiment.

FIG. 3E shows a cross sectional view of the structure
shown 1 FIG. 3D after a chemical mechanical polishing
(CMP) and/or an etchback operation according to one
embodiment.

FIG. 3F shows a cross sectional view of the structure shown
in FIG. 3E after a top oxide layer 1s formed according to one
embodiment.

FIG. 3G shows a cross sectional view of the structure
shown 1n 3F after a polysilicon layer 1s formed above the top
oxide layer according to one embodiment.
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FIG. 4 shows a flowchart of a method for fabricating a
semiconductor memory cell having a top oxide spacer
according to one embodiment.

It should be noted that like reference numbers refer to like
clements 1n the figures.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE

INVENTION

The present invention will now be described 1n detail with
reference to a various embodiments thereof as illustrated in
the accompanying drawings. In the following description,
specific details are set forth 1n order to provide a thorough
understanding of the present invention. It will be apparent,
however, to one skilled 1n the art, that the present invention
may be practiced without using some of the implementation
details set forth herein. It should also be understood that well
known operations have not been described in detail 1n order to
not unnecessarily obscure the present invention.

Exemplary Operating Environment of Memory Cell
Having a Top Oxide Spacer According to One
Embodiment of the Present Invention

FIG. 2A shows a top view of an exemplary memory cell
array 200 according to one embodiment. In one embodiment,
memory cell array 200 includes memory cells that include a
top oxide spacer element (see FIG. 2B and accompanying
discussion below). In one embodiment, the memory cells of
memory cell array 200 may have a silicon-oxide-nitride-ox-
ide-silicon (SONOS) structure (see FIG. 2B). Moreover, 1n
one embodiment, memory cell array 200 features a grid of
transistor memory cells which can be connected by horizontal
and vertical control lines to periphery circuitry such as
address decoders and sense amplifiers (not shown). Referring
to FIG. 2A, memory cell array 200 1ncludes source-drain
structures 201, shallow trench 1solation (ST1) regions 203 and
polysilicon wordlines 205. Reference number 206 1dentifies
the point from which the cross section shown 1n FIG. 2B 1s
taken.

Because each memory cell of memory cell array 200 1s
positioned adjacent other memory cells that are a part of
memory cell array 200, the proximity of adjacent memory
cells, 1f not addressed, could make each memory cell of
memory cell array 200 susceptible to electric fields and elec-
tron 1njections that emanate from adjacent memory cells.
These electric fields and electron injections can degrade core
cells. As described 1n detail herein (see description of the
memory cell structure made below with reference to FIG.
2B), each of the memory cells of memory cell array 200
employs a top oxide spacer. This structure suppresses cre-
ation of high electric fields, mjection of electrons during erase
operations and degradation of core cells.

Memory Cell Having a Top Oxide Spacer

FIG. 2B shows a cross sectional view of memory cell array
200 according to one embodiment. The cross sectional view
shows that polysilicon wordline 205 includes portions 2054
that are formed to extend into trenches 207 that are located
between memory cells 2135a-z. In one embodiment, polysili-
con wordline portions 2034 can extend into trenches 207 to a
depth of 100 to approximately 1500 angstroms. In one
embodiment, polysilicon wordline portions 205aq include
blunt (not sharp) end portions 2055 that are disposed to face
an 1solation region 205¢ that separates charge storage struc-
tures 209 1n trenches 207. The blunt polysilicon wordline end
portions 2055 that are formed in trenches 207 are positioned
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4

a predetermined distance away from the isolation regions
205¢ that separate charge storage elements 209 1inside
trenches 207. In one embodiment, insulation film 211 oper-
ates as a top oxide spacer that facilitates the positioning of the
polysilicon wordline portions 2055 a predetermined distance
X away from 1solation regions 205¢. In one embodiment, the
thickness of the top oxide spacer can be 10 to approximately
1000 angstroms. Forming blunt polysilicon wordline end por-
tions 20556 1n this manner with respect to 1solation regions
2035¢ suppresses the creation of high electric fields, the injec-
tion of electrons during erase operations and the degradation
of core cells. Moreover, because the polysilicon from which
polysilicon wordline portions 205a are formed only extends
to a predetermined depth 1n trenches 207, difficulties typi-
cally encountered 1n etching away polysilicon that 1s lodged
inside of deep trenches 1s avoided (e.g., during the wordline
definition).

In the FIG. 2B embodiment, memory cells 215a-# include
source-drain structures 201, STT/oxide layer 203, polysilicon
wordline 203, trenches 207, charge storage elements 209,
insulation film 211 and top oxide layer 213. Referring to FIG.

2B, STl/oxide layer 203 1s formed 1nside trenches 207 to a

predetermined height, and to cover the upper sidewalls and
top surfaces of source-drain structures 201. Charge storage
clements 209 are formed on the portions of STI/oxide layer
203 that cover the upper sidewalls and top surfaces of source-
drain structures 201. In one embodiment, charge storage ele-
ments 209 may be formed from S1RN. In other embodiments,
charge storage elements 209 may be formed from other mate-
rials. Insulation film 211 is formed to rise a predetermined
distance above the space between respective charge storage
structures 209 1nside trenches 207. Moreover, top oxide layer
213 1s formed above 1nsulation film 211 and above the por-
tions of charge storage structures 209 that are formed on the
portions of STI/oxide 203 that cover the upper sidewalls and
top surfaces of source-drain structures 201. As discussed
above, polysilicon layer 205 1s formed above top oxide layer
213 and includes blunt end portions 205¢ that extend nto the
upper portions of trenches 207 to a predetermined depth.

In operation, 1n one embodiment, a combination of volt-
ages can be applied to the terminals of individual memory
cells 215a-r of the memory cell array 200 1n order to store,
read or erase data. Voltages applied for such purposes may
alfect adjacent memory cells. However, the top oxide spacer
structure (1nsulation film 211) of exemplary embodiments
suppresses the creation of high electric fields and the injection
of electrons during erase operations and thus the degradation
of core cells. The high current levels (high signal to noise
ratio) that are generated facilitates improved memory cell
density, operating speed, sense accuracy, efficiency and oper-
ating range. Moreover, the high current levels enable the use

of embodiments 1n memory applications that can include but
are not limited to NAND and NOR.

Process Flow for Forming Memory Cells Having a
Top Oxide Spacer

FIGS. 3A-3G show a series of memory cell cross sections
illustrating a process tlow that 1s involved 1n forming memory
cells having a top oxide spacer according to one embodiment
of the invention. Although specific operations are discussed
with reference to the cross sections, such operations are
exemplary. That 1s the present mvention 1s well suited to
performing various other operations or variations of the
operations discussed with reference to the memory cell cross
sections.
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Referring to FIG. 3A, 1n an mitial operation, a thin sacri-
ficial top oxide 303 1s formed above a charge storage material
305 that 1s formed on source-drain structures 301. The pro-
cesses used to form source-drain structures 301 and charge
storage material 305 are described in detail in U.S. patent

application Ser. No. 11/653,649, filed on Jan. 12, 2007, by
Fang et al., entitled “Self-Aligned Patterning Method by
Using Non-Conformal Film and Etch Back for Flash Memory
and Other Semiconductor Applications” which 1s 1corpo-
rated herein by reference in its entirety. In one embodiment,
thin sacrificial top oxide 303 can be formed by processes that

include but are not limited to SPA, TEOS, and HTO.

As shown 1n FIG. 3B, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3A, a non-conformal oxide 307 1s formed on top of thin
sacrificial top oxide 303 and charge storage material 305
(formed above source-drain structures 301). In one embodi-
ment, the deposition of non-conformal oxide 307 1s termi-
nated before oxide deposited above adjacent source-drain
structures 301 makes contact or “pinch off” (see “A” i FIG.
3B). In another embodiment (optional ), non-conformal oxide
307 can be deposited until the oxide deposited above adjacent
source-drain structures 307 make contact. In this embodi-
ment, subsequently, a wet etch of the pinch-off may be per-
formed (optional). In one embodiment, residual oxide may
remain aiter the wet etch of the pinch-off.

As shown 1n FIG. 3C, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3B, a wet or dry etch of charge storage material 305 between
core cells for 1solation purposes 1s performed (1solation etch).
This etch separates the charge storage material 305 such that
charge storage elements for respective memory cells are
tormed. Moreover, as a consequence of the aforementioned
one or more operations the memory cells that correspond to
the respective charge storage elements are 1solated.

As shown 1n FIG. 3D, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3C, an msulation film fill 309 1s formed to fill the space
between portions ol charge storage material 305 formed
inside trench 306 and the non-conformal oxide 307 that i1s
formed above adjacent source-drain structures 301. In one
embodiment, insulation film fill 309 can include but 1s not
limited to ALD oxide or S1, Harp or eHARP, HTO, TEOS,
HDP, BPSG, SOG, and undoped polysilicon. In other
embodiments, other insulation film fill processes can be
employed.

As shown 1n F1G. 3E, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3D, a chemical-mechanical-polishing (CMP) and/or an etch-
back is performed. In one embodiment, initially a CMP or dry
etch may be performed to remove portions of planarized
material, and subsequently a wet etch may be performed on
the remaining material to produce the recessed cross section
(e.g., 1n msulation film fill 309) that 1s shown 1n FIG. 3E.

As shown 1n FIG. 3F, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3E, a top oxide 311 1s formed above charge storage structure
305 and msulation film 309. In one embodiment, top oxide
311 1s grown. In other embodiments, other techmques for
forming top oxide 311 can be used.

As shown 1n FIG. 3G, subsequent to the execution of one or
more operations that result in the cross section shown 1n FIG.
3E, a polysilicon layer 313 1s formed above top oxide layer
311. In one embodiment, polysilicon layer 313 can be formed
to extend into the trench to a depth of 100 to approximately
1500 angstroms.
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Flowchart of Process Flow for Forming Memory
Cells Having Top Oxide Spacer

FIG. 4 shows a flowchart 400 of a method for fabricating a
semiconductor memory cell having a top oxide spacer
according to one embodiment. Although specific steps are
disclosed 1n the flowchart, such steps are exemplary. That 1s
the present mvention 1s well suited to performing various
other steps or variations of the steps recited 1n the tlowchart.

At 401, a plurality of source-drain regions are formed 1n a
substrate between trenches.

At 403, a first oxade layer 1s formed above the plurality of
source-drain regions and 1n the trenches. In one embodiment,
the first oxide layer forms a bottom oxide for a SONOS
structure.

At 405, a charge storage material 1s formed above the first
oxide layer. In one embodiment, the charge storage layer 1s
formed from S1RN. In other embodiments, the charge storage
layer can be formed from other types of materials.

At 407, the charge storage material 1s separated inside the
trenches wherein a space 1s formed between the separated
portions of the charge storage material. In one embodiment,
the separation of the charge storage layer facilitates the 1so-
lation of respective memory cells that are associated with the
respective separated portions of the charge storage material.

At 409, an insulation film fill layer 1s formed 1n the trenches
to f1ll the space between separated portions of the charge
storage material. In one embodiment, the insulation fill layer
1s formed such that it rises a predetermined distance above the
space between portions of the charge storage material. In one
embodiment, the mnsulation film {ill layer constitutes a top
oxide spacer element. In one embodiment, the thickness of
the top oxide spacer can be 10 to approximately 1000 ang-
stroms.

At 411, a second oxide layer 1s formed above the charge
storage material. In one embodiment, the second oxide layer
forms a top oxide layer of a SONOS structure.

At 413, a polysilicon layer 1s formed above the second
oxide layer. In one embodiment, the polysilicon layer forms a
wordline. In one embodiment, portions of the polysilicon
layer can be formed to extend into the trenches to a depth of
100 to approximately 1500 angstroms.

With reference to exemplary embodiments thereof, meth-
ods for fabricating a semiconductor memory cell that has a
spacer layer are disclosed. A method includes forming a
plurality of source/drain regions in a substrate where the
plurality of source/drain regions are formed between
trenches, forming a first oxide layer above the plurality of
source/drain regions and in the trenches, forming a charge
storage layer above the oxide layer and separating the charge
storage layer in the trenches where a space 1s formed between
separated portions of the charge storage layer. The method
further includes forming a spacer layer to fill the space
between the separated portions of the charge storage layer and
to rise a predetermined distance above the space. A second
oxide layer 1s formed above the charge storage layer and the
spacer layer and a polysilicon layer 1s formed above the
second oxide layer.

Although many of the components and processes are
described above 1n the singular for convenience, 1t will be
appreciated by one of skill in the art that multiple components
and repeated processes can also be used to practice the tech-
niques of the present invention. Further, while the invention
has been particularly shown and described with reference to
specific embodiments thereot, 1t will be understood by those
skilled 1n the art that changes 1n the form and details of the
disclosed embodiments may be made without departing from
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the spirit or scope of the invention. For example, embodi-
ments of the present invention may be employed with a vari-
ety of components and should not be restricted to the ones
mentioned above. It 1s therefore intended that the invention be
interpreted to include all vanations and equivalents that fall
within the true spirit and scope of the present invention.

We claim:

1. A memory cell comprising:

a source/drain region formed 1n a substrate between
trenches;

a first oxide layer formed above said source/drain region
and 1n said trenches;

a charge storage layer formed above said first oxide layer
wherein a space 1s formed between said charge storage
layer and a charge storage layer of an adjacent memory
cell 1n said trenches;

an 1nsulation film layer formed 1n said trenches to fill said
space between said charge storage layer and said charge
storage layer of said adjacent memory cell, wherein said
insulation film layer 1s formed to rise a predetermined
distance above said space; and

a second oxide layer formed above said charge storage
layer; and

a polysilicon layer formed above said oxide layer.

2. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said insulation film
layer formed 1n said trenches 1s bounded on both sides by said
charge storage layer.

3. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said insulation film
layer 1s formed

from material selected from the group that includes ALD,
HARP, eHARP, HTO, TEOS, HDP, BPSG, SOG and
un-doped poly.

4. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said charge storage

layer 1s formed

from SiRN.

5. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said second oxide
layer 1s formed above said insulation film layer and along
sidewalls of said trenches.
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6. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said polysilicon
layer extends a predetermined distance into said trenches.

7. The memory cell of claim 1 wherein said trenches com-
prise STI trenches.

8. A memory cell array comprising:

input and output circuitry; and

a plurality of memory cells comprising:

a source/drain region formed in a substrate between
trenches;

a first oxide layer formed above said source/drain region
and 1n said trenches;

a charge storage layer formed above said oxide layer
wherein a space 1s formed between said charge storage
layer and a charge storage layer of an adjacent memory
cell 1n said trenches;

an insulation film layer formed 1n said trenches to fill said
space between said separated portions of said charge
storage layer, wherein said insulation film layer 1s
formed to rise a predetermined distance above said
space; and

a second oxide layer formed above said charge storage
layer; and

a polysilicon layer formed above said oxide layer.

9. The memory cell of claim 8 wherein said mnsulation film
layer formed 1n said trenches 1s bounded on both sides by said
charge storage layer.

10. The memory cell of claim 8 wherein said insulation
film layer 1s formed from matenal selected from the group
that includes ALD, HARP, eHARP, HTO, TEOS, HDP,
BPSG, SOG and un-doped poly.

11. The memory cell of claim 8 wherein said charge storage
layer 1s formed from SiRN.

12. The memory cell of claim 8 wherein said second oxide
layer 1s formed above said insulation film layer and along
sidewalls of said trenches.

13. The memory cell of claim 8 wherein said polysilicon
layer extends a predetermined distance into said trenches.
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